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(54) Capacitive proximity sensors. 

(57) Capacitive proximity sensors (10) are dis- 
closed that can be fabricated in different 
shapes, sizes and materials used in a wide 
variety of applications. Each such sensor in- 
cludes a sensing electrode (11) and a guard 
electrode (12). The sensor electrode and guard 
electrode can be parallel conductors separated 
by an insulating layer (13), such as a double- 
sided circuit board shaped to suit the appli- 
cation. One such sensor is transparent for use 
in conjunction with an optical bar-code scan- 
ner. Another sensor is annular in shape for use 
in conjunction with a telephone transmitter. The 
sensing electrode and the guard electrode are 
driven in unison by an RF signal (21). The 
proximity of an object to the sensor is observed 
by detecting (in 24) changes in the RF current 
flowing through the sensing electrode caused 
by the proximity of an object to the sensing 
electrode. 
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Field of the Invention 

This invention relates to capacitive proximity sen- 
sors, and more particularly to capacitive proximity 
sensor systems that can be adapted to suit different 
applications. 

Background of the invention 

Capacitive proximity sensors are widely used in 
various applications. For example, such sensors are 
used in place of pushbutton switches in keyboards 
and control panels, as limit switches in various kinds 
of equipment, to detect the flow of dry and liquid ma- 
terials in pipes and to detect motion of objects relative 
to each other. Various other kinds of control systems 
are also well known in which capacitive proximity ef- 
fects are used. For example, an embodiment of a ca- 
pacitive proximity sensor as a part of a position con- 
trol system is disclosed in Figure 8 of U.S. Patent No. 
4,893,071 to Gabriel L. Miller. 

Systems using capacitive proximity sensors typ- 
ically measure the capacitance, or change in capaci- 
tance, of a sensing electrode with respect to its envir- 
onment as an object being sensed moves in relation 
to the electrode. Typically, the sensing electrode is 
connected to an alternating cur rent or radio frequency 
(RF) source and the current to the electrode is moni- 
tored to detect such capacitance changes. 

In the design of such a system, care must be tak- 
en to shield not only the sensing electrode but also 
the wiring to such electrode from stray capacitances 
to ground or to other conductors. Depending on the 
application for the sensor, such shielding may be sim- 
ple or complex. Typically, the sensing electrode is 
protected by a shielding or guard electrode that is 
shaped to protect the sensing electrode.. One exam- 
ple is a sensing electrode and a guard electrode 
formed on different layers of a multi- layer circuit 
board as shown -in U.S. Patent No. 4,766,368 to Har- 
old A. Cox. 

Because of the wide variety of applications for ca- 
pacitance proximity sensors, it is desirable to be able 
to form sensing electrodes in various shapes and si- 
zes. Because of the need to shield such electrodes, 
it is also desirable to form the shield together with the 
electrode. Further, it is desirable to have electrical 
means that are simple and reliable for driving such 
shielded electrodes and that can be used with various 
shapes, sizes and types of electrodes. 



lating layer or other means. Such a sensor can be fab- 
ricated from a double-sided circuit board shaped to 
suit the application. One such sensor will be descri- 
bed in which the sensor electrode-insulator-guard 

5 electrode sandwich is transparent. Ot her sensors will 
be described that are shaped in the form of a frame 
or annulus or that are fabricated from conducting 
mesh. Such sensors can be small or arbitrarily large. 
Regardless of the size, shape or material of the 

10 sensor, the sensing electrode and the guard elec- 
trode are driven in unison by an RF source. The ca- 
pacitance between the sensing electrode and its sur- 
roundings changes as an object is brought near. This 
capacitance change is detected by measuring 

15 changes in the RF displacement current flowing from 
the sensing electrode. The guard electrode shields 
the sensing electrode from objects on its side of the 
sensor. Since both electrodes-are driven in unison, no 
current flows between them. Changes in capacitance 

20 of the guard electrode have no effect. 

A convenient way to measure changes in the cur- 
rent flowing from the sensing electrode is by means 
of a synchronous detector. 

25 Brief Description of the Drawings 

Fig. 1 shows a composite view of a capacitive 
proximity sensor driven by an RF signal applied 
through a brfilar transformer. 

30 Fig. 2 shows a transparent capacitive proximity 

sensor in accordance with the present invention ap- 
plied to an optical bar-code scanner for the purpose 
of turning on the scanner when an object is placed in 
position to be scanned. 

35 Fig. 3 shows an alternative sensor for the bar-co- 

de scanner shown in Fig. 2. 

Fig. 4 shows an annular capacitive proximity sen- 
sor in accordance with the present invention for use 
with a telephone handset to sense the distance be- 

40 tween the transmitter and the user's mouth. 

Fig. 5 shows an alternative capacitive proximity 
sensor using mesh electrodes for the application 
shown in Fig. 4. 

Fig. 6 shows a similar-sensor to that in Fig. 4 but 

45 arranged to control the operating mode of a telephone 
handset as either a conventional handset or.a speak- 
erphone depending on.the distance between the re- 
ceiver and the user's ear. 

50 Detailed Description of the Invention 



Summary of the Invention 

The invention provides for capacitive proximity 
sensors that can be fabricated in different shapes and 
sizes and used in a wide variety of applications. Each 
such sensor includes a sensing electrode and a guard 
electrode spaced apart from each other by an insu- 



Fig. 1 is a composite diagram of a rectangular ca- 
pacitive proximity sensor 10 and associated driving 
circuit 20. Sensor 10 includes a conducting sensing 
55 electrode 11, a conducting guard electrode 12 and an 
insulator 13. The shape, size and materials of the sen- 
sor can be chosen to suit the application. For exam- 
ple, the sensor can be a simple square, rectangle, cir- 
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cle or a more complex shape and can be made to con- 
form to a curved or irregular surface. The sensor can 
be fabricated in the form of an annulus or "picture 
frame" to surround an object. Materials for the sensor 
can be opaque or transparent. Various examples of 5 
sensors will be described below. 

Sensor 10 is connected to circuit 20 by means of 
shielded cable 15, the shield and central conductor of 
cable 15 being connected to guard electrode 12 and 
sensing electrode 11 respectively at the sensor end. 10 
RF source 21 drives the shield of cable 1 5 directly and 
the central conductor of cable 15 through bifilartrans- 
former 22, so that the sensing electrode and the 
guard electrode are driven in unison. One secondary 
terminal of transformer 22 is connected to such cen- 15 
tral conductor, the other end is connected to an input 
of operational amplifier 23 which, together with ca- 
pacitor 26 and resistor 27, operates as an integrator. 
The outputs of amplifier 23 and source 21 are con- 
nected to inputs of synchronous detector 24, the out- 20 
put of which indicates the difference in phase and am- 
plitude between the signals from amplifier 23 and 
source 21 . 

An advantage of the circuit formed by sensor 11 , 
transformer 22 and capacitor 25 is that such circuit is 25 
actually a form of passive RF bridge, which is highly 
stable with time. Thus, once the circuit is adjusted by 
means of capacitor 25, it will be relatively stable and 
free from drift. 

Synchronous detector 24 rectifies the output of 30 
amplifier 23 by switching alternately between invert- 
ed and uninverted versions of such output under the 
control of the signal from source 21. Synchronous de- 
tectors are well known in the art, for example, as 
shown on page 889 of 'The Art of Electronics, " Sec- 35 
ond Edition, by Paul Horowitz and Winfield Hill, Cam- 
bridge University Press (1989). Adjustable capacitor 
25 serves to adjust the "zero" point of the sensor in 
a convenient way, and compensates the circuit for dif- 
ferent sensor sizes and shielded cable lengths. A typ- 40 
ical frequency of operation for RF source 21 is 100 
KHz. 

In operation, capacitor 25 is adjusted to minimize 
the output from synchronous detector 24 with no ob- 
jects in the vicinity of sensor 10. When an object is 45 
moved close to sensor 10 (or when sensor 10 is 
moved close to an object), the resulting change in ca- 
pacitance between sensing electrode 11 and its sur- 
roundings causes a change in the displacement cur- 
rent flowing from the sensing electrode, the in-phase 50 
component of the output signal from amplifier 23 in- 
creases and the output of detector 24 rises. The out- 
put of detector 24 can be used in analog form or con- 
nected to a comparator or threshold detector (not 
shown) to provide an output signal only when the sig- 55 
nal from phase detector 24 reaches a certain level. 

Fig. 2 shows a capacitive proximity sensor 30 of 
the type described above incorporated in a super- 



market checkout counter 35 to control the operation 
of an optical bar-code scanner 40. As is well known 
in the art, scanner 40 projects a moving light beam 41 . 
Scanner 40 detects light reflected from an object 
placed in the path of light beam 41 and recognizes 
and decodes variations in the reflected light caused 
by a bar code on t he object. Light beam 41 is typically 
generated by a laser source and it is desirable not to 
keep such laser source operating when no object to 
be scanned is present. Accordingly, sensor 30 can be 
used to turn on the scanner when an object is near the 
sensor and turn off the scanner when an object is not 
present. Obviously sensor 30 must be transparent to 
allow light beam 41 and its reflections to pass. As 
shown in the partially cutaway view of sensor 30 in 
Fig. 2, sensor 30 can be a sandwich comprising a 
transparent sensing electrode 31 and a transparent 
guard electrode 32 with transparent insulator 33 be- 
tween. Such electrodes can be a material such as 
glass or plastic with a fine wire mesh or screen em- 
bedded therein, or a transparent material treated or 
doped with an additive to render it conductive. Sensor 
30 is connected by shielded cable 35 to a control cir- 
cuit (not shown) similar to circuit 20 in Fig. 1 to turn 
light beam 41 on and off as described. 

An alternative structure for sensor 30 is shown in 
Fig. 3. Sensor 36 is fabricated as an opaque frame 
surrounding transparent window 42. Sensor 36 again 
has three layers: sensing electrode 37, insulating lay- 
er 38 and guard electrode 39. Again, sensing elec- 
trode 37 and guard electrode 39 are connected to the 
control circuit (not shown). 

Fig. 4 shows a capacitive proximity sensor 50 in 
the form of an annular ring for controlling a signal from 
a telephone transmitter 51. Again, sensor 50 is a 
three-layer sandwich of two conductors with an insu- 
lator between, and is shown partially cut away in Fig; 
4 to reveal sensing electrode 52, insulating layer 53 
and guard electrode 54. Sensor 50 can be mounted 
in the telephone handset so as to surround transmit- 
ter 51 and not interfere with the acoustic signal trav- 
eling from the speakers mouth to the transmitter, and 
with sensing electrode 52 mounted nearest the 
speaker's face. Transmitter 51 is connected through 
signal controller 55 to the telephone line. Sensor 50 
is connected by shielded cable 56 to proximity circuit 
57, which is similar to circuit 20 in Fig. 1 . Proximity cir- 
cuit 57 is connected to controller 55 via lead 58 to con- 
trol the telephone signal in accordance with the dis-. 
tance between sensor 50 and the speaker's face. 
That is, the speaker's face is the object being detect- 
ed by sensor 50. 

A capacitive proximity sensor 50 of the type 
shown in Fig. 3 has been constructed and found to op- 
erate satisfactorily in a standard telephone handset. 
The presence of the speaker's hand holding the 
handset does not affect the sensor because of the 
shielding effect of the guard electrode. The sensor 
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will respond, when a hand is placed over the transmit- 
ter or when the telephone handset is placed transmit- 
ter-side down on a conducting surface. However, if 
the handset is placed on a surface, transmitter-side 
up, the sensor does not respond. 5 

One possible application for sensor 50 as shown 
in Fig. 4 is to simply control the amplitude of the 
speech signal in accordance with the distance 
sensed. Another application is in systems where the 
distance between the speaker's mouth and the trans- 10 
mitter must be constantly monitored, such as systems 
for reducing or eliminating background noise in tele- 
phone conversations. Some systems use the charac- 
teristics of the speech signal itself as the controlling 
signal. An advantage of using a capacitive proximity 15 
sensor for such applications is that the proximity 
measurement is completely independent of the 
speech signal itself and can be made regardless of 
whether speech is present. 

An alternative capacitive proximity sensor in ac- 20 
cordance with the invention for use in conjunction 
with a telephone transmitter is shown in Fig. 5. In sen- 
sor 75, sensing electrode 76 and guard electrode 77 
are made of a conducting mesh. An insulator (not 
shown), such as an open-cell foam, can be placed be- 25 
tween the electrodes, or the electrodes can be 
spaced apart in an insulating frame. The action of 
sensor 75 is similar to the other sensors described 
above. 

Note that the analog capability of the capacitive 30 
proximity sensor of the invention can be made use of 
in this application. That is, the control signal on lead 
58 can be an analog signal representing the distance 
from sensor 50 to the speaker's face and the tele- 
phone signal from transmitter 51 can be controlled in 35 
an analog manner, if desired. However, such analog 
signal will be a nonlinear representation of such dis- 
tance in that the change in the analog signal will take 
place within the last few inches as the transmitter is 
moved toward the speaker's face. 40 

Fig. 6 shows the annular capacitive proximity 
sensor of Fig. 3 used in combination with a micro- 
phone and a loudspeaker in a housing to form a unit 
70 that can be used either as a telephone handset in 
the usual way or as a speakerphone. In unit 70, an- 45 
nular capacitive proximity sensor 60 and loudspeaker 
63 are mounted in housing 62 together with micro- 
phone 61. Sensor 60 is used in this application to 
measure the distance from loudspeaker 63 to the 
user's ear. Microphone 61 and loudspeaker 63 are 50 
connected to speakerphone control 64 by leads 65. 
Sensor 60 is connected to proximity circuit 66 by 
shielded cable 67. Proximity circuit 66 controls speak- 
erphone control 64 via lead 68. 

Microphone 61 and loudspeaker 63 serve a dual 55 
function: as transmitter and receiver when unit 70 is 
used as a telephone handset and as microphone and 
loudspeaker when unit 70 is used as a speakerphone. 



Speakerphone control 64 operates in telephone mode 
or speakerphone mode as directed by the signal on 
lead 68. In telephone mode, speakerphone control 64 
reduces the gain of the circuits leading to loudspeak- 
er 63 and from microphone 61 so that such compo- 
nents function as a telephone transmitter and a tele- 
phone receiver in the usual way. In speakerphone 
mode, speakerphone control 64 increases the gain of 
such circuits so that such components function as a 
speakerphone. Speakerphone control 64 is similar to 
devices well known in the art, except that it functions 
by controlling gain in circuits leading to dual-function 
components instead of by switching between sepa- 
rate transmitter- receiver and microphone- loudspeak- 
er units. Of course, speakerphone control 64 can also 
include a manual volume control for loudspeaker 63 
and other speakerphone controls well known in the 
art 

In operation, when unit 70 is some distance from 
the user's head, the signal on lead 68 is at a low level, 
and speakerphone control 64 operates unit 70 in 
speakerphone mode. When unit 70 is moved so that 
microphone 61 and sensor 60 are dose to the usetfs 
head, the signal on lead 68 is at a high level and 
speakerphone control 64 switches to telephone 
mode. 

The above description describes only a few appli- 
cations of the capacitive proximity sensors in accor- 
dance with the invention, but such applications dem- 
onstrate the adaptability of the invention and the pos- 
sibility of its use for widely different purposes. It will 
be clear from the examples described above that ca- 
pacitance proximity sensors in accordance with the 
invention can be of any practical size, from small, as 
in the case of a "pushbutton" orthe telephone-related 
applications, to large, as in the case of the bar-code 
scanner application. Such sensors can be made arbi- 
trarily large if necessary for the application being 
served. 

It is understood that other embodiments are pos- 
sible that incorporate the principles of the invention 
and that the above disclosure is merely illustrative of 
such principles and is not intended to be limiting in any 
respect. 



Claims - . 

1. A capacitive proximity sensor for detecting an ob- 
ject, said sensor having a sensing electrode (11) 
and a guard electrode (12) spaced away from 
said sensing electrode and shaped to shield said 
sensing electrode, 

CHARACTERIZED IN THAT 
said sensor further comprises 
means (15, 21, 22) for applying RF signals 
in unison to said sensing electrode and said 
guard electrode, and 
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means (23, 24, 26, 27) for generating a 
control signal from changes in the RF current 
flowing through said sensing electrode caused 
by the proximity of said object to said sensing 
electrode. 5 

2. The sensor of claim 1 adapted for use with an opt- 
ical bar-code scanner of the type having a win- 
dow through which source and reflected light 
beams (41) pass, 10 

FURTHER CHARACTERIZED IN THAT 
said sensing electrode (31) and said guard 
electrode (33) are transparent to said light beams 
and are separated by a transparent insulating lay- 
er (33) to form said window and 15 

said sensor further comprises means (40) 
responsive to said control signal for turning said 
source light beam on and off. 

3. The sensor of claim 1 adapted for use with an opt- 20 
ical bar-code scanner of the type having a win- 
dow through which source and reflected light 
beams pass, 

FURTHER CHARACTERIZED IN THAT 
said sensing electrode (37), said insulating 25 
layer (38) and said guard electrode (39) are shap- 
ed in the form of a frame surrounding said win- 
dow and 

said sensor further comprises means re- 
sponsive to said control signal for turning said 30 
light beam on and off. 

4. The sensor of claim 1 adapted for controlling a tel- 
ephone handset (50) in accordance with the dis- 
tance from a portion of such handset to the head 35 
of a user, 

FURTHER CHARACTERIZED IN THAT 
said sensing electrode (52) and said guard 
electrode (54) are incorporated in said handset, 

said sensor further comprises means (55) 40 
responsive to said control signal for controlling 
the amplitude of an audio signal in said handset. 

5. The sensor of claim 4 adapted for controlling an 
audio signal from the transmitter of said handset, 45 

FURTHER CHARACTERIZED IN THAT 
said sensing electrode (52), said guard 
electrode (54) and an intervening insulating layer 
(53) are annular in shape and positioned to sur- 
round said telephone transmitter. 50 

6. The sensor of claim 4 adapted for controlling an 
audio signal from the transmitter of said handset, 

FURTHER CHARACTERIZED IN THAT 

said sensing electrode (76) and said guard 55 

electrode (77) are fabricated from a conducting 

mesh shaped to cover said transmitter. 



7. The sensor of claim 4 adapted for controlling the 
operation of said telephone handset (70) as eith- 
er a conventional handset or a speakerphone in 
accordance with the distance from a loudspeaker 
(63) in said handset to the ear of a user, 

FURTHER CHARACTERIZED IN THAT 
said sensing electrode (60), said guard 
electrode and an intervening insulating layer are 
annular in shape and positioned to surround said 
loudspeaker and 

said sensor further comprises means (64) 
responsive to said control signal for causing said 
handset to operate as a conventional telephone 
handset when said loudspeaker is close to the 
user's ear and as a speakerphone when said 
loudspeaker is spaced away from the user's ear. 

8. The sensor of claim 1, 

FURTHER CHARACTERIZED IN THAT 

said means for applying RF signals in uni- 
son is a passive RF bridge (22, 25), 

said means for detecting changes is an in- 
tegrator (23, 26, 27) with an input connected to 
said RF bridge and a synchronous detector (24) 
with a first input connected to said means for ap- 
plying RF signals and a second input connected 
to the output of said integrator and 

said control signal is the output of said syn- 
chronous detector. 
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FIG. 6 
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